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New Mexico at Seventy-Five:
A Historical Commentary
MICHAEL WELSH

On January 6/ 1987/ the state of New Mexico celebrated its diamond
jubilee of statehood. The cities of Albuquerque and Santa Fe scheduled
festivities throughout the day to recognize the granting of self-government to New Mexico by the United States Congress. Representatives of the varied cultural sectors of the state contributed their folkways
to the statewide commemoration, and politicians expounded at length
on themes of citizenship, heritage, tradition, and other civic virtues.
New Mexico's indulgence in self-congratulation during its seventyfifth birthday is not unique to residents of the Land of Enchantment.
For much of the past decade the United States has witnessed a host
of celebrations rooted in historical milestones, from the Bicentennial
of 1976 to the 1986 Texas sesquicentennial, and most recently the restoration of the Statue of Liberty in New York Harbor. The trend shows
no signs of abatement, as 1987 also heralds the two hundredth anniversary of the signing of the U.S. Constitution. The native cultures of
New Mexico also have reason to join the party, as the Jicarilla Apaches
marked the centenary of their reservation on February 11.
Michael Welsh is assistant research professor in the University of New Mexico and
is the author of The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers: The Albuquerque District, 1935-1985
(University of New Mexico Press, 1987). He is presently engaged in writing the history
of the University of New Mexico. In 1988 he will join the staff of the New Mexico Historical
Review as book review editor.
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Some cynical observers of this wave of nostalgia-cum-patriotism
describe phenomena like the New Mexico diamond jubilee as nothing
more than the American penchant for popular entertainment elevated
to a higher level. They cite Ronald Reagan's passion for pageantry as
evidence of the shallowness of these circuses. Other, more thoughtful
commentators suggest that Americans have come to realize a sense of
loss after a century and more of industrialization and urbanization,
and look on the past with nostalgia.
The national mood since the 1960s has encompassed "natural"
foods, physical fitness, movement to rural surroundings, and the search
for "roots," family, and community. Given this longing for substance
in one's everyday life, historical celebrations make eminent sense. The
desire for connections to previous generations cannot be denied, despite the ahistorical nature of American society. The pace of late-twentieth century life often compels individuals to combat the aimlessness
and lack of values found at every turn. The only danger, it seems, in
such celebratory moments is the temptation for commercial excess and
overindulgence; two of the qualities that first prompted the call for
revival of a simpler, less-complicated existence.
Unfortunately, such incidents of historical focus pass as quickly
from the American scene as any fad or fashion thrust forward by advertisers or vendors of celebratory memorabilia. More people recall
the "Tall Ships," or the red-white-and-blue yogurt from the 1976 Bicentennial, than remember the major clauses of the document it purportedly recognized, the Declaration of Independence. In like manner,
Lee Iacocca, spectacular fireworks, and two hundred Elvis Presley impersonators may become the folklore of the 1986 Statue of Liberty
extravaganza, instead of the legacy of immigration to America's shores.
In order for New Mexico to escape the clutches of present-mindedness in its year of statehood reminiscences, scholars and general
audiences must pay close attention to two ideas. The state's "gift" of
self-government capped a long and difficult journey through the quagmire of territorialism, fostering customs and habits that still affect, and
perhaps afflict, modern life. In addition, the fact that the entire epoch
of statehood occupies but three-quarters of one century should give
pause to all students of New Mexican history. If the state chooses to
contemplate the deeper meaning of its existence, both these concepts
can permit New Mexico to accomplish a rare feat: transcending the
immediate urge for popular showmanship, and the restructuring of
the fundamental beliefs widely held about New Mexico's past.
Statehood for New Mexicans has meant several things over the
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years. While undoubtedly one of the greatest gifts of the U.S. Constitution, it also reminds one of the divisive and painful "struggle" described by Robert Larson in New Mexico's Quest for Statehood, 1846-1912
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1968), and in Howard
R. Lamar, The Far Southwest, 1846-1912: A Territorial History (New York:
W. W. Norton, 1970). As envisioned by the Articles of Confederation
Congress in 1787, western territories would undergo a brief period of
transformation from colonialism to full equality with the original thirteen states. Federal officials sent out from the nation's capital prepared
each region for assumption of the responsibilities of self-government,
thus insuring uniformity of political, economic, and social behavior in
the West.
Larson and Lamar, among others, have documented at length the
chasm separating the rhetoric of the Founding Fathers from the reality
of territorial patronage and chicanery. Alone among the regions west
of the Mississippi River, New Mexico had a settled population of substantial numbers that had remained autonomous for centuries. Earl
Pomeroy, in his The Territories and the United States (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1947), described the U.S. territorial system as meant for "places in becoming": areas where sparse populations
allowed Americans to establish their hegemony with little or no resistance. New Mexico Territory, on the other hand, was a "place in being,"
where the United States would need first to root out the cherished
political, religious, and social traditions of Hispanic and Indian peoples
before recreating the eastern lifestyle.
Several factors made the task arduous for Americans in New Mexico, in both the public and private sectors. The environment rendered
humid-climate practices unsuitable. Distance and isolation from the
East only slowly gave way before twentieth-century technology. American life in the large urban centers of the United States needed a critical
mass of educated people, investment capital, and access to worldwide
consumer markets. Then as now, New Mexico had an abundance of
raw materials but little else to guarantee economic success in an industrial age. Only through massive and permanent infusions of federal
dollars could natives and newcomers alike reshape the dimensions of
rural New Mexico to approximate the prosperity of the urbanized East.
From this melange of forces would come the foundations of twentieth-century New Mexico. A cursory glimpse at state newspapers in
1987 echoes the complaints of a century ago. The state has little venture
capital, possesses a second-rate school system, relies too heavily on
tax revenues at all levels for employment and services, and thus stands
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behind all her neighbors as the Southwest propels itself into the twentyfirst century.
Two questions thus come to mind when students of New Mexican
history address the parallels of 1987 and 1912. Why has the historiography of the state largely ignored details like those mentioned above?
What directions must New Mexico scholarship take to provide answers
to the questions raised by modern life?
The answer to the first question is at once clear and vexing. Because
New Mexico was not Kansas or Vermont, thoughtful newcomers marveled at the intellectual contradictions it posed. The oldest civilizations
on the North American continent reside within its borders, yet New
Mexico stands ahead of only Arizona [by five weeks], Alaska, and
Hawaii as recipients of statehood. Six of the seven life zones found on
the planet, from subtropical to arctic, are located here. Within a narrow
geographical region, the Rio Grande Valley, are cultures as diverse as
Beirut, Hong Kong, or modern-day New York City. Even twentiethcentury society has its contradictory parallels, with the high-tech of
Los Alamos literally next door to the Precolumbian ruins of Bandelier
National Monument, or the urban sprawl of Albuquerque adjoining
the Pueblos of Isleta and Sandia.
The scholars and the curious commentators who came to New
Mexico could not at first comprehend what they saw. This led to exaggerated claims and stories, not unlike those that drove the Spanish
conquistadores thousands of miles in search of "El Dorado," "Quivira,"
or the "Seven Cities of Gold." Such stories piqued the interest of many
Gilded Age and early twentieth century Americans, especially those
seeking alternatives to the harshness and impersonalism of urban life.
For this market a style of writing about New Mexico emerged, emphasizing the tourist fantasies created by Fred Harvey and the Santa
Fe Railroad.
If 'escapism was the coin of the realm for reader and author alike,
it was unlikely that literature and scholarship about New Mexico would
transcend the marketplace. The more professional practitioners of academia, the anthropologists and historians, fell victim to the same fanciful disease as had Adolph Bandelier and Charles Lummis. All came
from elsewhere to study the mysteries of the state, and often could
not overcome their inability to write with an authenticity that natives
could respect. Finally, few voices from within New Mexico joined the
chorus extolling the virtues of the cowboy, fur trader, soldier, or pioneer. Not until the second half of the twentieth century would Hispanic and Indian perspectives leaven the writings of New Mexican
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authors, and then too often in tones of anger and frustration that
frightened or puzzled the ear of their listeners.
The focus of historiography and literature on New Mexico contained the same themes that pervaded all study of the American West
for nearly a century. Masculinity, individualism, mobility, and avoidance of responsibility became virtues to reader and author alike. The
scale of the environment prompted herculean efforts to tame it, making
strong men the most logical symbols of American progress. So pervasive was this idea that Anglo scholars of the Hispanic Southwest,
like Herbert Bolton, selected conquistadores as the heroes for Americans to admire. Thus the conventional wisdom about New Mexico
contained what most regional literature stresses: narrow slices of life
revolving around politics, economics, violence, and intrigue.
As the twentieth century advanced, the study of contemporary
New Mexico faced several more obstacles. The public appetite for romanticized literature, whether scholarly or popular, seemed insatiable.
Authors appeared in Santa Fe to write novels of a bygone era, while
the faculty of the University of New Mexico had specialists in history,
folklore, anthropology, geology, and other disciplines who reveled in
the "open laboratory" of colonial Hispanic or prehistoric New Mexico.
Students flocked to the University of New Mexico in the 1920s and
1930s for summer sessions in the Jemez Mountains, or at the recently
discovered Anasazi ruins at Chaco Canyon. Dr. James F. Zimmerman,
president of the university, gave campus architecture a distinct Pueblo
flavor, and course catalogues listed several dozen electives of state and
regional interest.
While the influence of nostalgia could not be denied, it did force
out other currents of intellectual thought that pertained to life in New
Mexico after 1900. Albuquerque's population grew steadily, and the
influx of middle class tubercular patients brought a decided midwestern
and eastern tone to the neighborhoods of the city. The automobile and
other technological advancements revolutionized rural life, connecting
much of the state to the culture of the nation. Then the massive expenditure of federal dollars during the New Deal and the Second World
War insured a permanent dependence on outside sources of income.
In exchange for this new prosperity New Mexico lost internal control
of its own future, aided and abetted by the appealing artistic and
literary visions distributed nationwide by the art colony and an eager
state tourism bureau.
The meaning of this divided mindset has only become evident in
recent years, as students of New Mexico address long-ignored historical
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questions with the application of American and European historiographical techniques. Concepts like Progressivism, urbanization, economic dependency, and family and community can offer New Mexican
scholars options to pursue for the remainder of their careers. In so
doing they will restructure many basic assumptions about the life and
development of the state, and will broaden its meaning in much the
same fashion as Southern or New England historians have done in the
past quarter-century.
A summons for students of New Mexico to undertake a new generation of scholarship will encounter difficulties. The only doctoral
program in history in the state (the University of New Mexico) can
produce only a limited number of graduates armed with dissertations
and publishable manuscripts. The market for academic employment,
considered the most likely milieu for contemplative writing, remains
restricted, given the state's small population and lack of research institutions. It thus becomes the task of all New Mexicans with a historical
bent to engage in a comprehensive historical dialogue, and to utilize
the products of a new generation of ideas wherever possible.
The themes and subject matter that merit the attention of New
Mexico historians fit well with larger national trends since the granting
of statehood. The Progressive Era (1900-1920) encompasses the victory
of New Mexico in its search for self-government. Governor Miguel
Antonio Otero, Jr. (1897-1906), son of a former territorial delegate,
employed the principles of efficiency and organization to make New
Mexico more understandable to skeptics and the uninformed in the
national government. More studies need to be done of figures like
Otero, as well as critical analyses of the state constitution, especially
the clause dealing with protection of the Spanish language.
Many scholars and popular writers have addressed the next significant historical period in New Mexico: the art colonies of the 1920s.
Yet no useful volume exists on the life of the average New Mexican in
this era, nor about the local perspective on the influx of Anglo artists,
authors, and camp-followers. The 1920s also witnessed the growth of
the health industry in the state, and the concepts presented in Jake W.
Spidle's Doctors of Medicine in New Mexico (Albuquerque: University of
New Mexico Press, 1986), can serve as points of departure for more
work in this field.
Perhaps the most pivotal era in twentieth-century New Mexico
occurred in the decade of the 1930s. The nation confronted serious
challenges to its economic well-being during the Great Depression. The
level of prosperity in the state never approximated the national average, and hard times only exacerbated the extent and depth of New
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Mexican poverty. Then political leaders statewide began to take advantage of the federal largesse of Franklin D. Roosevelt's New Deal.
The implications of this change of direction were staggering. The Democratic party gained ascendance with access to federal patronage and
funds, while reliance upon Washington became a way of life for many
New Mexicans. This cycle has obtained for over one-half century, and
continues to show persistence.
Students of the 1930s have an almost limitless source of topics and
a broad range of research materials available to them. Biographies of
Clyde Tingley, Dennis Chavez, and Bronson Cutting would be of great
value, with the latter individual being studied at present by Richard
Lowitt. Chavez remains the most prominent Hispanic national political
figure without a good biography, while Clyde Tingley did as much as
any single individual to shape the contours of modern New Mexico.
For those interested in the concept of organization, the host of
federal and state agencies created in the 1930s can offer insights into
our own dependence upon government as protector, employer, and
arbiter of disputes. The New Deal promoted resource development,
revitalization of Indian communities, employment of the poor, and
construction of many public facilities. Other programs dealt with such
social issues as illiteracy, health care, cultural distinctiveness, and educational benefits for youth. The claim that the state takes on too many
tasks could be better understood if someone asked why the state had
assumed these responsibilties in the first place.
The impetus of federal involvement in New Mexican life continued
into the 1940s, with the onset of World War II. Thousands of military
personnel either passed through the state to the West Coast or served
on active duty at one of New Mexico's twenty-one military installations. In this regard Los Alamos and Trinity Site have received the
lion's share of attention for their roles in the development of nuclear
weaponry. A good example of the maturity of this subject is Ferenc M.
Szasz, The Day the Sun Rose Twice (Albuquerque: University of New
Mexico Press, 1985). Szasz studies the scientific community of Los
Alamos during experimentation and construction of the first atomic
bomb. Other topics that await researchers are the social changes brought
by military and civilian transplants, the influence of federal spending
at bases and research laboratories, and the desire of state leaders to
sustain the levels of growth despite the artificial stimulus of war.
Without studies of the above-mentioned subjects, it is difficult for
interested observers to comprehend the scale and scope of change in
New Mexico after 1945. As Americans searched for security and comfort
in the postwar era they found a haven in the desert Southwest. Like
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its neighbors to the east and west, New Mexico experienced an inmigration of tourists, retirees, military personnel, and expatriates from
the harsher climates of the Northeast and Midwest. These individuals
wanted the benefits of open space, clear skies, low taxes, few urban
problems, and year-round recreation. Yet they also wanted the social
and economic amenities that they had left behind, items expensive to
replicate in the isolated reaches of a vast state.
This contradictory impulse has been one of the controlling factors
of recent New Mexican history. Research needs to be conducted in
such themes as the growth mentality versus environmentalism, the
rush for technological advance versus the desire for tradition, and the
passion for urban comforts in a rural setting. As more of the national
mass culture penetrated the state, the customs, heritage, and especially
the charm of prewar New Mexico began to slip away. The result has
been much discontent, confusion, and lack of direction on the part of
the state's political and economic leadership. One can only guess at
the consequences of this growth and wonder how long the current
accommodation between past and present can endure.
Assessment of individual historical time periods is not the only
avenue students have in their research into twentieth-century New
Mexican life. Continuity over time can be measured for any number
of groups, communities, institutions, or issues. Many concerned citizens look to the educational system of the state to lead us into the
twenty-first century, yet no one has asked how New Mexico's public
schools evolved from their enabling legislation in 1891 to the present.
The same can be said for the state's colleges and universities, who are
being asked to lead the way to prosperity in an uncertain age.
The curious student of modern New Mexico could also choose
from a smorgasbord of social issues that appear on the front pages of
the state's daily newspapers. Women, Hispanics, and Indians have all
undergone scrutiny by scholars nationwide within the past quartercentury, and the impact of their participation in public life has not
escaped the Land of Enchantment. An example of research in these
fields is Joan M. Jensen and Darlis A. Miller, Women in New Mexico: An
Intercultural Perspective (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press,
1986).
Communities throughout the state would benefit from carefully
documented monographs on their growth and development, as well
as their patterns of change or stability. The cultural life of the state,
described in such depth for the art colonies and the New Deal social
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welfare programs, could be explored further with such topics as religion, music, diet, clothing fashions, demographic trends, the automobile, tourism, and athletics. The "boom-and-bust" cycle of economics
so familiar to readers of nineteenth-century western historiography
has had its counterpart in modern times.
Several concepts that have attracted regional scholarly attention
have been issues like water resources development, urbanization, and
labor. Ira G. Clark has addressed the former in a recent book from the
University of New Mexico Press on New Mexican water usage and
law. Howard N. Rabinowitz has published several articles on Albuquerque's recent history, most notably "Albuquerque: City at a Crossroads," in Richard M. Bernard and Bradley R. Rice, eds., Sunbelt Cities:
Politics and Growth Since World War II (Austin: University of Texas Press,
1983). Marc Simmons paid cursory attention to the present century in
his book, Albuquerque (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press,
1982). Robert Kern has edited a collection of essays entitled, Labor in
New Mexico: Unions, Strikes, and Social History since 1881 (Albuquerque:
University of New Mexico Press, 1983).
The list of suggested research possibilities on modern New Mexico
could extend infinitely. This does not take into account the dozens of
novels written by New Mexican authors on twentieth century themes.
Leslie M. Silko, Ceremony, Edward Abbey, The Brave Cowboy, and other
volumes study Indian and Anglo responses to the postwar era. They
discover that the rapid pace of change afflicts all New Mexicans regardless of ethnicity. Rudolfo Anaya's Bless Me, Ultima, Heart of Aztltin,
and other titles concur in this judgment for Hispanic citizens of the
state.
As they often do, novelists of modern New Mexico have come
closer to the deeper significance of the events of the past century than
historians. Human beings admire new things, but they also fear new
ways. When the latter does not offer answers to satisfy the needs of
individuals, the former are often abused or misinterpreted. Abbey's
Jack Burns wonders aloud at the price modern man has paid for his
comfort and security in a harsh environment, and how much of the
natural rhythm of New Mexico and Albuquerque was lost in the rush
to build a new city and state.
Historians could address these and other concerns raised by contemporary New Mexican novelists by studying the role of ideas in
regional and United States history. Herbert Bolton asked important
questions about Hispanic life, even if they focused only on the colonial
Borderlands. Walter Prescott Webb's concept of an arid America has
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no better model to study than New Mexico, which ranks last nationally
in surface moisture. Even the oft-maligned ideas of Frederick Jackson
Turner could have application to the state, despite his failure to acknowledge the northward thrust of the Hispanic frontier and to study
the development of the Southwest. His sectional thesis is germane for
students curious about the power of twentieth-century mass culture
to obliterate ancient New Mexican traditions and folkways.
In recent years the capital city of New Mexico, Santa Fe, has undergone a transformation that offers students of state history answers to
many of the questions raised earlier in this article. As one of the oldest
communities of European descent on the North American continent,
Santa Fe contains traditions, legends, and a continuity about which
many other American cities can only dream. Yet the town experienced
a flurry of expansion in the late 1970s and early 1980s, fostered by a
combination of bad weather in the North and East, oil money from
Texas and Oklahoma, the lure of a mountain climate, and the romance
of a multicultural society.
For a time the familiar characteristics of Santa Fe became obscured
as monuments to tourism and bad taste threatened the landscape. The
rest of New Mexico witnessed similar changes, with the difference
being in degree rather than kind. Some of these changes became permanent, while others have already vanished as quickly as they appeared. But the inevitable shaking-out of trends and fashions has not
ruined the life of Santa Fe, nor that of the state. The collapse of oil
prices shrinks the state budget, but makes the ski slopes, restaurants,
and highways less crowded and more enjoyable. Perhaps this latest
phase of New Mexican history, then, is no more than a reflection of
patterns and themes that went before.
Armed with such potential research topics, the student of New
Mexico has much to anticipate as he or she ventures forth into rich
state, regional, national, or even international archives and records
depositories. There is no turning back from the consequences of twentieth-century growth, nor is it productive to long for a life that is forever
gone. Yet the endurance of tradition, community, and cultural diversity
set New Mexico apart from many of its partners in the Union. Rather
than fearing these contradictions, scholars should move beyond them
to ask why so much persists when so much is taken away. By connecting the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to the twentieth, and
eventually to the twenty-first, we may see more than our predecessors
could, and can fulfill the wish of William Howard Taft at the signing
of the New Mexico statehood bill: "I give you life. I hope that you will
be healthy."

